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Abstract

Under a contract with the Tennessee Department of Transportation, the Jeffrey L. Brown
Institute of Archaeology, University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, conducted historical and
archaeological documentation of the Kyker Mill Dam on Big Limestone Greek, Washington
County, Tennessee, in October, 1984. The objective of the research was to evaluate the
historical significance and archaeological potential of the site in order to assess the eligibility of
the site for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places. The research was predicated
by proximity of the remains of an early mill dam adjacent to a condemned steel truss bridge over
Big Limestone Creek; construction of the replacement bridge was projected to have an impact on
the mill dam remains.
Documentary research revealed that the mill dam on the Kyker farm was part of a small
mill complex constructed by Solomon O. Arnold after 1866 and prior to 1879. The succeeding
owner of the mill, Sylvester Armentrout, evidently operated a saw mill at the site, but other
data suggest that a grist mill was also present. The mill seat remained the property of the
Armentrout heirs until 1907, when title passed first to W. 0. Nelson, thence to S. D. and Mollie
Arnold. In the sale of the mill tract to Nancy A. Keys in 1915, multiple mills are mentioned; it
is inferred that a grist/flour and saw mill were present on the site. Prior to the 1951
purchase of the mill property by A. B. and Ada M. Kyker, the surviving grist mill house was
demolished. A local informant identified the grist mill as having a two story frame mill house,
with the motive power being supplied by an undershot wheel.
Archaeological field work at the site consisted of photographic documentation of the mill dam
remains in the bed of Big Limestone Creek and the preparation of a map of the dam remains.
Limited reconnaissance work revealed the remains of the mill house site and the raceway system
of the mill; the mill house site was not in the projected bridge replacement construction impact
area and was not archaeologically tested. The remains of the mill dam were scant, but indicated
that the dam probably was a low open-frame timber structure with squared timber
underpinnings and driven plank sheet-piling along the leading edge of the structure; plank
revelling on the dam face is inferred.
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Management Summary

The Jeffrey L. Brown Institute of Archaeology, University of Tennessee at Chattanooga,
conducted archaeological and historical documentation of historic-period mill dam remains in
Big Limestone Creek, Washington County, Tennessee. The research was in response to a request
by the Environmental Planning Office of the Tennessee Department of Transportation (TDOT) for
an evaluation of the historical significance and archaeological research potential of the mill dam
in order to assess the eligibility of the site for inclusion in the National Register of Historic
Places. The assessment of eligibility was predicated by probable construction impacts on the
mill dam remains by replacement of an adjacent condemned steel truss bridge. The project is
identified by TDOT as: "Historical Sketch, Limited Archaeological Testing and Photographic
Documentation for the Kyker Mill Dam on the Big Limestone Creek, Washington County,
Tennessee."
In the opinion of the principal researcher, the Kyker Mill Dam site is not eligible for
inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places. Although the structure is over 100 years
old, its integrity as a cultural feature has been diminished by disturbances occurring early in
this century; there are few remains of the structure still extant. There is no evidence that the
site possesses any national, regional or local historical significance, nor high visibility in the
surrounding community. The mill dam proper does not appear to be of unique construction.
The archaeological research potential of the mill dam (and portions of the raceway which might
be subject to construction impacts) is not significant.
The mill house site associated with the mill dam is not in the projected construction
impact area. It is unlikely that any significant details on the mill dam's construction technique
will be revealed during construction clearing activities. In view of these factors, no further
historical or archaelogical research on the mill dam is deemed necessary.

Introduction

The Environmental Planning Office of the Tennessee Department of Transportation, while
conducting routine site reconnaissance for bridge replacement planning, noted the presence of
early mill dam remains immediately adjacent the steel truss bridge over Big Limestone Creek on
Kyker Road in the western portion of Washington County (Ward 1984). The mill dam,
identified as the Kyker Mill Dam after the current landowner, was anticipated to be in the
construction impact zone of the structure replacing the condemned steel truss bridge. In
compliance with federal and state cultural resource management laws, research was deemed to
be necessary to determine the eligibility of the mill dam remains for inclusion in the National
Register of Historic Places. The purpose of the research summarized within was to evaluate the
historical significance and archaeological research potential of the Kyker Mill Dam.
Through the offices of the University of Tennessee Transportation Center, Knoxville, the
Institute of Archaeology submitted a technical proposal and budget for the archaeological and
historical research outlined in a Department of Transportation scope-of-work. The scope of
work called for: 1) archaeological documentation of the mill dam remains, involving recording
of the extant remains by mapping and photography, and reconnaissance to locate the mill proper
to determine if the mill site was in the probable construction impact area; 2) a site-specific
documentary history of the mill seat to determine its age, utilizations and historical
associations; and 3) general information on the development of grist and flour milling in
Washington County in order to provide historical perspective on the evaluation of the
significance of the Kyker Mill Dam site.
Dr. Nicholas Honerkamp and R. Bruce Council, both of the Institute of Archaeology, served
as Co-principal Investigators on the project, with Council directing the fieldwork, collecting
the historical documentation, and preparing the final report. The fieldwork was performed in
October 1984, and the historical documentation and report preparation occurred in October and
November, 1984.
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A Documentary History of the Kyker Mill Dam

Documentary research on the Kyker Mill Darn consisted of collecting site-specific data on
the mill seat from primary documents and from local informants. Much of this documentation
research took place at the county seat of Washington County, Jonesboro. Research on the mill
darn began with reconstruction of a chain of title on the property, working back in time from the
present owner, Mrs. A. B. Kyker, who maintains her home adjacent the mill dam and bridge.
For convenience, we will present the chain of title forward through time, following the natural
development of the site.
The mill on the Kyker farm apparently originated during the tenure of one Solomon O.
Arnold. S. 0. Arnold apparently acquired the property on Big Limestone Creek from the estate of
his father, Emanuel Arnold Emanuel Arnold acquired a holding of approximately 434 acres
through a purchase of 280 acres from David Stephenson on 3 November 1842 (Washington
County Deed Book 24:259-261) and 154 acres from Daniel Arnold on 17 November 1853
(Washington County Deed Book 35:244-246). Emanuel Arnold died on 20 September 1862
(Rae 1977:292). Catherine Arnold, wife of Emanuel Arnold, sold the "Stephenson" and "Isle"
tracts to Solomon 0. Arnold on 19 March 1866 (Washington County Deed Book 40:174).
Evidently there was some reapportionment of the Emanuel Arnold estate, for in a series of three
deeds, Daniel Arnold, Solomon 0. Arnold and Anna Need divided the 433 or 434 acre Arnold farm
into three portions among themselves. S. 0. Arnold was deeded a 165 acre parcel by Daniel
Arnold and Anna Need on 19 March 1869 (Washington County Deed Book 41:376); there was no
cash consideration paid in the conveyance. Other heirs of Emanuel Arnold quit-claimed their
rights to the land in related deeds. Later, in July 1878, Anna Need sold S. 0. Arnold a 4 1/2
acre tract for cash adjoining Arnold's larger holdings (Washington County Deed Book 46:425).
In none of the conveyances to Solomon O. Arnold noted above was there any mention of
mills, mill darns or of water rights; such improvements and riparian' rights are normally
detailed when part of the conveyance. On this basis we conclude that prior to 1869 there was no
mill constructed on the site. The 1870 U. S. Census was examined for data on S. G. Arnold; the
Schedule 3 agricultural returns indicated that Arnold had 120 axes improved for agriculture
and 26 acres in woods. Arnold's crop returns indicated production of 400 bushels of wheat,
200 bushels of Indian Corn, 100 bushels of oats and 10 bushels of Irish potatoes, among other
crops and farm products ( U. S. Census 1870). Unfortunately, the Tennessee State Library and
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Archives do not possess copies of the 1870 Products of Industry schedules for Washington
County; these schedules would have contained reference to any mills operated by Arnold
Apparently the original schedules were lost at some point in the past and there may be no extant
copies. S. 0. Arnold died on August 17,1879, and was buried in the cemetery today maintained
by the Limestone Church of the Brethren (Rae 1977:292). This cemetery is on high ground
south of the mill tract, adjacent to the church which earlier in the century was called Dunkard
Church.
Solomon 0. Arnold died intestate, and Daniel Arnold was appointed Special Commissioner to
conduct the public sale of the deceasf3d's estate. On 31 May 1880 Daniel Arnold sold a 19 1/4
acre parcel of the Arnold farm to Sylvester Armentrout of Greene County for a sum of $1250
(Washington County Deed Book 47:543-545). This conveyance specifically denotes the parcel
as the "mill tract", and its metes and bounds include a line "crossing the darn." The deed also
makes note of an encumbrance to which Armentrout was subject, namely, an unspecified
restriction on the mill pond The Armentrout deed mentions a "compromise" reached between
Solomon 0. Arnold and one Susan Shafer, (an adjacent landowner), in which Samuel Keebler,
Philip Armentrout, W. B. Crookshanks and others were arbitrators.
Thus, it was apparently Solomon (3. Arnold who constructed the first mill and dam on what
is presently the Kyker farm. However, it is not clear what type of mill Arnold constructed
The Tenth Census of the United States, the data for which was collected from June 1879 to July
1880, included special schedules of manufactures; Special Schedule No. 7 collected data on grist
and flour mills, and Schedule 5 gathered similar data on lumber and saw mills. Examination of
the original schedule returns for Washington County did not reveal either a grist/flour or saw
mill in the name of either Arnold o• Armentrout. The enumeration, however, of both types of
mills was restricted to firms or individuals doing at least $500 worth of business in the
previous year. it is conceivable that the Arnold mill was merely a part of the farming operation
and was so small an enterprise as to not be enumerated in the census. Alternatively, the mill
may have been inoperative or in disrepair following Arnold's death, and *in this manner escaped
enumeration.
The 1887 volume of R. L. Polk and Company's Tennessee State Gazeteer and Business
Directory contains a listing for S. Armentrout, who, in addition to being postmaster at the
Matuta Post Office, operated a water-powered saw mill there (Polk 1887). Examination of a
1904 edition 30- minute quadrangle map places the site of Matuta on Big Limestone Creek
between Limestone to the southwest and Bowmantown to the northeast; Matuta is apparently the
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designation of the small community centered at the crossroads south of the present Kyker farm.
Sylvester Armentrout died on July 3, 1887, and was buried in the Dunkard Church/ Church of
the Brethren cemetery only yards from the grave of the previous mill owner, S. 0. Arnold (Rae
1977:291).
A will for Sylvester Armentrout was not found in Washington County; presumably he died
intestate. For twenty years the mill seat remained in the hands of the Armentrout heirs. On 1
May 1907, C. B. Armentrout and his wife Leutitia, and C. F. Armentrout and wife Bertha, (the
heirs of Sylvester Armentrout), conveyed three tracts of land, including the 19 1/4 acre mill
tract, to W. 0. Nelson for a total consideration of $2400 (Washington County Deed Book
94:427-428). The metes and bounds of the mill tract included the language "...crossing the
mill dam." Nelson held title to the land for only months, for on 12 June 1907, W. 0. Nelson and
wife Ella M. Nelson conveyed the 19 1/4 mill tract to S. D. Arnold and his wife Mollie A. Arnold
(Washington County Deed Book 94:531-532). The deed language mentioned improvements pm
forma, and the metes and bounds of the conveyance still included the phrase "...crossing the mill
dam."
S. D. and Mollie Arnold sold the mill tract on 5 May 1915 to Nancy A. Keys of neighboring
Greene County for a total of $2927; in the deed Keys was mentioned as owning land adjacent to
the mill tract (Washington County Deed Book 127:322-323). The Arnolds resided on the mill
tract, and the conveyance to Keys included "...all the mills and machinery used in connection
therewith, together with all water rights belonging to said mills." The use of the plural "mills"
is apparently not simply legal language, but a description of at least two distinct mills on the
mill tract. It is here assumed that the tract contained both a saw and a grist/flour mill.
Nancy A. Keys died on 2 November 1922 (Rae 1977:252), and the mill tract was
inherited by her next of kin and sole heir, Mollie E. Henderson. On 26 August 1939, Henderson
sold two tracts, including the mill tract, to Mary S. Henderson for a consideration of $1500
(Washington County Deed Book 248:291-292); the obligatory "crossing the dam" phrase again
appeared in the metes and bounds of the mill tract, although a mill or mills was not specifically
mentioned as one of the improvements.
The 1935 edition of the U.S.G.S. 7.5 minute Leesburg quadrangle map depicts a feature
designated as a "flume" cutting across the horseshoe bend in Big Limestone Creek north of the
Dunkard Church crossroads; this is an apparent map of the mill race on the Arnold mill tract
(Figure 1). There is a symbol for a house or other structure in the location of the present
Kyker house, but no indication of the presence of a mill house on the line of the flume or

4

raceway. The 1939 edition of the Leesburg quadrangle map does not illustrate the flume or
race, suggesting that the hydraulic system of the mill was not intact at that date.
Mr. A. B. Kyker and wife Ada Mae Kyker purchased the mill dam in Big Limestone Creek as
part of one of two tracts of land conveyed to them by Mary S. Henderson on 25 September 1951
(Washington County Deed Book 262:94-95). Tract Two of the sale was the 19 1/4 acre mill
tract parcel, the metes and bounds of which mentioned "crossing the dam". In the sale there
was no mention of any mills on the property, nor of any water rights being conveyed Mary S.
Henderson was contacted by this researcher, but she had no knowledge of the disposition of the
mill or mills on the property, although she was aware that the mill, mill dam and a covered
bridge had existed there at some point in the past.
Mr. Hoyle Kyker, son of A. B. and Ada Kyker, recalled that the mill house had been
demolished in the year prior to the Kyker purchase, and noted that the mill dam had prior to that
time been largely destroyed Fortunately, Hoyle Kyker remembered many details concerning
the mill, which he had viewed before its demolition.
The Arnold grist mill had apparently been powered by an undershot wheel, a rarity for
Washington County, where the dominant water power machine had been the overshot wheel. The
mill dam had diverted water from Big Limestone Creek into a head race about seven feet wide.
The head race was perhaps five feet deep, but apparently was unlined Near the mill house, the
head race angled east from its generally southwesterly course, then turned south again through
the wheel pit. A stone wall marked the diversion of the head race toward the mill; portions of
this stone wall were still visible when the Kykers purchased the land, although subsequent
plowing has all but obscured the length of the wall.

Kyker recalled the mill house as being a

two-story frame structure perhaps 40' x 60' resting on stone piers, with the undershot wheel
being situated on the west side of the mill house.

After the mill's demolition the solid grist

stones, about four feet in diameter, were still present at the site, near the wheel pit. The tail
race ran southwest from the mill house to an angle in the creek.
Hoyle Kyker showed this researcher the mill site in the pasture south of the Kyker house
and outbuildings, also pointing out the filled-in raceway and the grade of an early county road
which ran immediately east of the mill house (and parallel to the present paved road). Mr.
Kyker thought that the present steel truss bridge adjoining the mill dam was built about 1936
and replaced a wooden covered bridge. It is possible that the construction of the steel truss
bridge in 1936 was responsible for the abandonment of the mill race; approach embankments
for this bridge apparently buried the head race, and construction of the concrete abutments for

5

the bridge may have disturbed the dam itself.
In summary, examination of historical documentation and information from local
residents leads us to conclude that the mill dam in Big Limestone Creek was probably constructed
in the 1870s by Solomon 0. Arnold who operated a small grist mill in connection with farming.
Sylvester Armentrout apparently added a saw mill to the existing mill seat, but only the grist
mill survived into the 20th century. The grist mill had been powered by an undershot water
wheel fed by water diverted from Big Limestone Creek by a raceway cutting across a stream
meander. Some data suggest that the dam and race of the mill were damaged and no longer
operative by c. 1936.
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Archaeological Documentation of the Kyker Mill Dam

Field investigations of Kyker mill dam involved photographic documentation of the mill
dam remains, limited excavation to expose timber elements of the structure, preparation of a
planview of the dam and observations of the dam's construction features. In addition, the mill
race and mill house site were located, the later being some distance from the projected bridge
construction impact area. As such, no detailed mapping of the mill race or mill house site was
undertaken.
The mill dam remains on the Kyker property rest in the bed of Big Limestone Creek which
meanders through a narrow valley between two low ridge lines. The course of the stream at the
mill dam is roughly 15 meters (50') wide and of low gradient. The mill dam remains are
immediately east of a steel truss bridge with concrete abutments and earthen embankments
forming approach ramps. The dam is placed squarely across the flow of the stream on an
approximate magnetic angle of 27 degrees west of north. West of the dam in the bed of the
stream, and beneath the existing bridge span are the remains of a stone pier supporting the
middle of a covered bridge span replaced by the present steel span (see Figure 2).
The remains of the mill dam consist of a line of sheet piling along the upstream side of the
dam, two squared and lap-notched timbers forming two rows behind the sheet piling and one
squared timber running south from the end of the dam and apparently representing part of the
water diversion system of the dem.
Field recording of the dam began by clearing debris and vegetation on and around the dam to
facilitate photographic recording of the structure and preparation of a planview drawing. The
condition of the dam was not good. The line of sheet piling along the leading or upstream edge of
the dam was mostly in place, but portions of the piling had splayed somewhat. Neither of the
notched timbers behind the sheet piling were in situ, but had bean vertically and horizontally
displaced to a degree. The apparent diversion timber in the south bank of the creek was in place
but largely buried and obscured by overgrowth of trees (see Figure 3).
The sheet piling along the leading edge of the dam consisted of two rows of boards driven
vertically into the stream bed in order to prevent water from undercutting the front of the darn.
The piling stock was 2.5 cm (1") thick and in widths varying from 15 to 27 cm. The piles
were staggered between the rows so that seams between individual piles did not align. The upper
surfaces of the piles, above the normal water level of the stream, were eroded and did not reveal
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any evidence of nails or spikes attaching the sheet piling to the adjacent squared timber.
The stringer timbers or mud-sills of the dam were single lengths of hewn, squared timber
23-24 cm wide and c. 20 cm thick. The south ends of both timbers were buried too deeply in
the stream bed to be located; each timber is over 12.5 m long (over 40'). Along the upper
surfaces of both mud-sills were lap notches c. 25 cm wide and 5 cm deep spaced at intervals of
92 cm (3') center to center. These lap notches had supported cross-pieces in the dam
structure, but there was no evidence of spikes or tree-nail holes through the lap notches to
secure the joints (see Figure 4).
On the downstream side of the sheet piling and in line with the same was a squared timber
buried in the south bank. This timber evidently was part of a water diversion construction,
perhaps nothing more than a wooden lining at the head race diversion to prevent the stream bank
from being eroded. Beneath the face of the timber a small excavation was made and revealed the
tops of eroded sheet piles which had evidently been attached vertically to the timber as part of
the lining of the heed race (see Figure 5).
After documentation of the dam remains, a brief reconnaissance was made of the mill site
pointed out to us by Hoyle Kyker. The mill house site is approximately 100 m to the south of
the dam, and is marked by an abrupt depression in ground surface contours; this depression
evidently represents the wheel pit of the mill. Stone associated with the stone race diversion
wall discussed in the historical documentation section of this report could been seen, but
attempts to probe through the densely packed ground and outline the size and course of the wall
failed. There was no visible evidence of corner piers from the foundations of the mill house,
nor any surface indications of a wheel pit lining or other hydraulic structures. The raceway
had been filled in after the Kyker purchase of the farm and contours obscured somewhat by
plowing. Nonetheless, the path of the tailrace was still evident in the form of a water-filled
ditch running south-southwest to a junction with the creek near the Limestone Church of the
Brethren.
Little of the dam and virtually nothing of the mill (at least superficially) has survived.
The mill dam, according to our information, was in disrepair when the steel truss bridge was
erected about 1936. It is quite likely that the dam and heed race were seriously disturbed by
the bridge construction; the approach embankments probably permanently closed the raceway.
Floods on Big Limestone Creek have also displaced some dam timbers. One timber possibly
associated with the dam washed up in the Kyker pasture after a flood in 1982, and was hauled out
to near the Kyker barn. The timber is a square hewn stick 32 to 27 cm wide and 26 to 20 cm
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thick and measuring 10.6 m long. It's association with the dam is uncertain.
The 1935 7.5 minute quadrangle map (Figure 1) details the basic layout of the Arnold
mill seat. In order to obtain sufficient head or fall from the low-gradient stream of Big
Limestone Creek, the raceway of the mill was cut across the inside of a broad stream meander.
Measurements of the natural fall of the creek from above the dam to the confluence of the stream
with the tailrace indicates a fall of about 1.08 m or 3.6'. This relatively low head would have
been increased by the height of the dam. However, the banks of Big Limestone Creek are low in
the area of the dam site, and the dam could scarcely have ponded more than a meter of water
before the bottom land adjacent the creek would have been overflowed (see Figure 6). We
speculate that the maximum head at the Arnold mill seat was in the vicinity of two meters or
6.6'
Essentially, the site chosen for the mill dictated the use of a low-head type of power
system. According to our local informant, Hoyle Kyker, the grist mill used an undershot wheel.
Mr. Kyker recalled few details about the actual layout of the wheel, and it is conceivable that the
wheel might have been a breastshot wheel. Given the low head available, however, it seems
most likely that the wheel was a true undershot. In the undershot installation, water is diverted
to the mill by a ditch called a race or raceway. At the wheel, the water is conducted down a ramp
tangent to the wheel and is thus accelerated. The moving water strikes paddle blades or floats
attached to the outside of the wheel, thus spinning the wheel and providing torque on the wheel
shaft. Power to run the mill machinery is then taken off this main shaft through any number of
means, including gears and pulleys.
With few elements of the Arnold mill dam surviving, it is difficult to determine the details
of its construction; of the few elements that do survive most are not in situ. The notched
mud-sills suggest an open frame construction, and the absence of anchoring piles in the gravel
and sand stream bed seem to indicate that the structure as a whole was light and not impounding a
deep pond. The presence of stone rubble in the south bank and in the stream bed surrounding the
mud-sills may indicate that the dam was anchored by stone-filled cribs, but disturbance of the
dam (perhaps involving robbing of the stone) leaves the matter in doubt. Leffel's Construction
pf Mill Dams (1881) illustrates several light open frame darns; a dam possibly similar to the
Arnold mill dam is shown in Figure 7.
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tirist and Flour Milling in Washington County

In order to provide historical perspective on the Arnold mill seat and to assess the
significance of the site with respect to other mill seats, data was collected on the grist and flour
milling industry in Washington County. Some limited data has also been collected on saw
milling. The following summary is by no means an exhaustive examination of the milling
industry in the county, but rather a survey of readily-available sources.
Grist and flour milling was, from the earliest period of settlement, a favored status
occupation, for the service rendered by the miller was an essential one: grinding corn and wheat
into usable forms for human and animal consumption. Civil law regulated the milling industry,
giving mill owners special priviledges and responsibilities. The first statutes pertinent to the
operation of Tennessee mills were provisions of North Carolina codes Chapter 23 passed in
1777 (and summarized in Caruthers and Nicholson 1836). Any mill charging a toll for
grinding was defined by law as a public mill, and rates of toll and the maintenance of toll dishes
or measuring devices were established for these mills. An individual could petition the county
court for leave to build a public mill, and could obtain, by condemnation and forced sale, up to
one acre of land adjoining the petitioner's holdings in order to construct the mill. After the
permit was granted, the petitioner had one to three years in which to complete the erection of
the mill, and the heirs or assigns of a deceased or incapacitated public mill owner could assume
the permit on the mill if the resumption of milling took place within three years of the lapse in
operation. Public mills could not be allowed closer than two miles from one another, and their
mill ponds could not be nuisances. Provisions of Chapter 91 of the Tennessee 1811 codes
protected public millers from punitive damages arising from mill pond overflow suits, and
Section 1, Chapter 23 of the 1819 code exempted millers from duties on juries, county road
gangs and militia musters. In the same year, Sections 1-4 of Chapter 61 defined standards for
flour barrels, the placement. of brand names on the barrels and penalties for improper barrels
or the labelling thereof. Provisions in Chapters 21 and 29 of the 1835 Tennessee Code
confirmed the privileges and responsibilities granted in earlier years (Caruthers and Nicholson
1836).
The early records of Washington County contain numerous references to mills. Leave to
build public mills was granted by the county courts, which also were responsible for the
construction and maintenance of roads; in this latter respect, mills are often mentioned as
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landmarks, frequently being situated at crossroads and/or stream fords. In Table 1 we record
many, but not necessarily all mills mentioned in the county records; the data comes from
scanning typed transcripts of Washington County Court Minutes from the period 1779-1799.
It should be noted that not all mills for which permission to build was granted were necessarily
intended to be public ones. Because of geo-political divisions in the colonial and early federal
periods, the list in Table 1 includes some mills which are presently in counties bordering
Washington County. In Paul Fink's Jonesborough: The First Century of Tennessees's First Town
(1972) there is reference to leave being granted to Michael Baines and John Sevier to build
mills on Little Limestone Creek. Fink does not date the reference, but Goodspeed (1887:891)
notes that Michael Bawn and James Pearn received permission to build a gristmill on Little
Limestone Creek in 1778 (under North Carolina jurisdiction).
Eastin Morris' Tennessee Gazeteer (1834) described East Tennessee as an area which
"although sufficiently fertile for ordinary farming, can never expect to vie with the middle and
western sections in profitable agriculture; but she has an inexhaustible water power, which if
properly applied, would make it one of the finest manufacturing districts in America" (Morris
1834:7). Of Washington County Morris noted that the agricultural staples were wheat and
corn, and that "Mills are numerous, few families having to go more than three miles to mill,"
(Morris 1834:274). The gazeteer mentions only a few mills in the county: Mitchell's Mills
near Brownsboro (today Limestone) and an unnamed mill at Jonesboro.
Schedule 5 of the 1850 U. S. Census collected data on the "Products of Industry",
including principally economic data on manufactures.

Examination of the enumerator's

schedules for Washington County revealed a list of 27 grist or flour mills and 23 saw mills, all
of which were water powered enterprises (U. S. Census 1850); these mills are listed in Table
2.
The 1860 census of the United States revealed that grist and flour mills were the largest
manufacturing group in the country, producing $224 million dollars in goods annually.
Lumber manufacturing was the third largest industry in the country. The original Products of
Industry schedules from the 1860 U. S. Census listed 29 grist or flour mills and 30 saw mills
in Washington County (U. S. Census 1860); all of the mills were water powered (see Table 3).
John L. Mitchell's Tennessee Gazeteer (1860) was examined for mill references, but the listing
of grist, flour and saw mills for the county is obviously incomplete and unrepresentative. In
the gazeteer there were four flour mill operators listed, all at or near Buffalo Ridge: Joseph
Bashore, Thomas J. Cox, George W. Douglass, and Joseph Spurgeon. Three saw mill operators
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Table 1. Mill references in Washington County Court Minutes, 1779-1799.

Mill Owner

Location

Reference

Date

James English

Limestone Fork of Lick Creek

Leave to build grist mill

1779

Joseph Buller

Little Limestone

Leave to build mill

1780

William Hutton

Little Limestone

Leave to build mill

1780

William Bean

Boon's Creek

Leave to build grist mill

1780

James Stuart

Little Limestone

Leave to build public grist mill

1780

Abraham Denton

Sinking Creek

Leave to build public grist mill

1780

(?) English

Horse Creek

Mill mentioned

1781

Bartholomew Woods

not noted

Allowed to charge toll

1781

John Sevier

not noted

Mill mentioned

1781

( ?) McNabb

not noted

M111 mentioned

1781

James Allison

not noted

Public grist mill being built

1782

Alexander McFarlin

Pideon Creek

Leave to build grist mill

1782

(?) Stockdon

not noted

Mill mentioned

1783

(?) Vance's

not noted

Public grist mill mentioned

1783

( ?) Dungin (a)

not noted

Mill mentioned

1783

Thomas Houghton

Doe River

Leave to build mill

1783

Major Brown

not noted

Mill mentioned

1784

Anthony Upperson

Sinking Creek

Leave to build public mill

1787

Jeremiah Dungen

Watauga River

Mill mentioned

1787

John Hunter Jr.

Cherokee Creek fork

Public mill

1787

( ?) Eastep

Cove Creek

Leave to build mill

1787

Abednego Inman

Big Limestone

Mill mentioned

1787

John Trotter

Big Limestone '

Public mill

1788

( ?) Campbell

not noted

Mill mentioned

1788

( ?) Embree

not noted

Mill mentioned

1788

(a) Same as Jeremiah Dungen, below?

12

Table 1. continued

Mill Owner

Location

Chas. Robeson Sr. (b) South Branch, Cherokee Creek

Reference

Date

Public Mill

1789

William Watson

Main Branch, Sinking Creek

Public Mill

1790

( ?) Cavet

not noted

Mill mentioned

1790

(?) Cample (c)

not noted

Mill mentioned

1790

James Everett

Little Sinking Creek

Leave to build grist mill

1790

Landon Carter

not noted

Mill mentioned

1790

Godfrey Ger reger

not noted

Mill mentioned

1790

David Dunham

not noted

Leave to build public grist mill

1794

Widow Duncan

At Sullivan County line

Mill mentioned

1794

John Richardson

not noted

Leave to build public mill

1794

John Billingsly

not noted

Mill mentioned

1794

Charles Robertson

North Fork, Cherokee Creek

Leave to build mill

1794

(?) Robertson (d)

not noted

Mill mentioned

1794

(?) Charlton

not noted

Mill mentioned

1796

Charles Colyer

Rock Creek

Leave to build mill

1797

( ?) Broyle

not noted

Mill mentioned

1797

John Squibb

Sinking Creek

Leave to build grist mill

1799

John Norwood

not noted

Leave to build mill

1799

(?) Campbell (e)

not noted

Mill mentioned

1799

(b) Perhaps Robertson?
(c) Perhaps Campbell?

-

(d) Same as Robertson above?
(e) Same as Campbell 1788 above?
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Table 2. Grist/flour and Saw Mills in Washington County, from the 1850 Census.
Mill No.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45

Name of Individual or Firm

Type of Mill

Source of Power

John Blair and Company
John Blair and Company
Henry Bashor
Henry Bashor
Jacob Range
Finley Alison
Finley Alison
Lencaweaver and Rogan
Oreenberry Boring*
Hiram Sweny
George W. Tellford
Isaac McPherson
Daniel R. Brobeck
John Cloyd
Isaac Broyles
Ebenezer L. Mathews
S. D. Stewart
Mark and John Bakon (a)
Abraham Taylor
Samuel D. Mitchell
Bartin Bayless
Isaac W. Hudsal *
C. W. C. Harris
Isaac Murry
Calvin Hoss (b)
Bird Brown
Bird Brown
Thomas Brown
William S. Irvin
William Love
Benjamin Swingle
James M. Mauk
Samuel Mauk
Henry Burgner *
John McNeil
Elbert S'. Cox
Jacob Gant (c)
Jacob Gant (c)
Joseph Spurgin (d)
Joseph Spurgin (d)
Samuel Duglass (e)
Rollen P. Murry
Japer H. Crouch
Robert k Tompson
Robert A. Tompson

Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill

Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
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Table 2. continued.
Mill No.
46
47
48
49
50

Name of Individual or Firm

Type of Mill

Source of Power

Christopher Bashor
George W. Nelson
Jacob Miller
Alexander Brabson
Jacob Miller

Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill

Water
Water
Water
Water
Water

Notes: * Spelling uncertain.
(a) Bacon elsewhere.
(b) Perhaps Hop?
(c) Perhaps Gaut?
(d) Spurgeon elsewhere.
(e) Douglass elsewhere.
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Table 3. Grist/flour and Saw Mills in Washington County, from the 1870 Census.
Mill No.

Name of Individual or Firm

Type of Mill

Source of Power

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45

Henry Bashore
Joseph L. Burts
Peter Bashor
Jacob Range
King and Crouch
Samuel S. Sherfy*
Michael Bashor
Thomas J. Galoway (a)
Thomas J. Galoway (a)
Henry Lencaweaver
John R. Spurgin (b)
John R. Spurgin ( b)
J. W. Douglas
Thomas H. Murray
Rolen P. Murray
James A. Shepherd
Conrad Bashor
F. W. Dove
William Walker
Alexander Brabson
Jacob Miller
William S. Strain
Daniel Bowman
John Seaton
Samuel D. Mitchell
Daniel Rogan
Charles A. Earns
Isaac Broyles
C. W. C. Harris
Bird Brown
Isaac Heartsell
Mark Bacon
Parks and
Jacob Hyder
William K. Blair and Company
George W. Nelson
Christly Bashor
Isaac Murry
Isaac Heartsell
Beard
Benjamin F. Swingle
William Loves (c)
James Perry
John Brown
John Woodward

Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Grist Mill
Flouring Mill
Flouring Mill
Flouring Mill
Flouring Mill
Flouring Mill
Flouring Mill
Flouring Mill
Flouring Mill
Flouring Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw and Grist Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill

Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
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Table 3. continued.
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58

Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill
Saw Mill

James Mauk
John Seaton's heirs
William Glaze
Smith and Mathews
James Biddle
Charles A. Earns
Daniel Rogan
Abram Taylor
Bird Brown
Calvin Hoss
Jacob - Templin
Edward Clark
William Shipley (?)

Notes * Spelling uncertain
(a) Galloway elsewhere
(b) Spurgeon elsewhere
(c) or Love
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Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water
Water

were listed, again, all at or near Buffalo Ridge: S. Douglass, Joseph Spurgeon, and Joseph
Wilcoxon. All of the above enterprises were specified as being water-powered mills. Of
Jonesboro, the county seat, the gazeteer noted that "It is pleasantly situated in a highly
productive valley, which is abundantly supplied with water power," ( Mitchell 1861:92).
As noted earlier, copies of the original 1870 census schedules merning manufactures for
Washington County are apparently not extant

However, Killebrew (1874) cites some

pertinent data from the 1870 census. In 1870 there were in Tennessee 1,058 grist and flour
mills, of which 52 were in Washington County (Killebrew 1874:618). This figure may in fact
be the largest number of mills ever in the county in view of statistics from the 1880 census and
documented trends in the milling industry during the 1870s and 1880s. Of the 5,317
manufacturing establishments in Tennessee in 1870, 702 were saw mills. Power used in
manufacturing was dominated by water power; there were 1,340 water wheels versus 732
steam engines employed in Tennessee (Killebrew 1874:413).
One of the most comprehensive documents on grist, flour and saw mills was the Tenth
Census of the United States in 1880.

In that census detailed information on the capital

investments, wages paid, operation characteristics, power utilizations and products of these
mills was detailed in special schedules. The census documented that grist and flour milling was
the single largest industry in the United States, employing newly 60,000 persons and
producing (in the 1879-1880 census period) over $500 million dollars in products. The
1879 cereal crops in Washington County yielded 407,633 bushels of corn, 153,204 bushels of
wheat, and 109,579 bushels of oats (U. S. Census 1883:88).
In Tennessee in 1880 there were 990 grist and flour mills, and in Washington County, 34
mills. The milling statistics of the United States, Tennessee and Washington County are
compared in Table 4. The 1880 census also examined the application of industrial power to
American industries. In 1880, grist and flour mills consumed roughly 23% of all industrial
power. In the United States there were 24,258 grist and flour mills with power sources
discrete from any associated enterprises; water power accounted for about 60% of the
horsepower used in grist and flour mills (U. S. Census 1883b). In Tennessee, this water power
contribution was about 62%, and in Washington County, water power constituted 96% of the
horsepower used in grist and flour milling. Thus, in proportion to the United States and
Tennessee (on the average), Washington County relied more heavily on water power resources
in the grist and flour milling industry (see Table 5).
By examining the original census schedules pertaining to manufactures a list of grist and
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Table 4. Comparative Statistics on Grist and Flour Mills from the 1880 Census; United States, Tennessee and
Washington County (Tennessee).

United States
Number of Establishments

Tennessee

Washington County

24,338

990

34

$177,361,878

$3,595,585

$106,500

58,239

1,847

51

42

0

0

126

2

0

Total wages paid per year

$17,422,316

$376,399

$8,000

Value of materials on hand

$441,545,225

$9,070,421

$214,128

Value of products

$505,185,712

$10,784,804

$250,339

Capital Invested

Number of Hands Employed
Males over 16 years
Females over 15 years
Children and youths

Table 5. Comparative -statistics on power used by grist and flour Mills, from the 1880 Census; United States,
Tennessee and Washington County (Tennessee).

United States
Number of Establishments

Tennessee

Washington County

24,258

989

34

29,026

933

39

469,987

12,699

500

Number of Boilers

9,448

288

1

Number of Engines

8,445

273

1

301,214

8,741

20

771,201

21,440

520

Water-Powered Mills
Number of Wheels*
Horsepower
Steam-Powered Mills

Horsepower

Total Horsepower of All Mills

*Includes vertical wheels and turbines.

flour mills in Washington County in 1880 was compiled. In Table 6 we have abstracted the data
somewhat, detailing mill owners, location, and data on the power systems utilized. A cursory
glance at the table reveals that there were 34 grist and flour mills in the county producing at
least $500 in products annually. Most firms ground grain on a custom basis and relied on
overshot water wheels for their power (U. S. Census 1880). Similarly, saw mills in the
county relied almost exclusively on water power, and most mills used overshot wheels (see
Table 7); there were 14 firms commercially sawing lumber in the county. Not only were
grist/flour mills more common than saw mills, but the grist/flour mills were distributed
throughout all the enumeration districts into which the county was subdivided.
In addition to water-powered grist, flour and saw mills, there were several other types of
enterprises operated by water power. The Telford Agricultural and Manufacturing Co.(?) used
an 1 1' fall (off Little Limestone Creek) through a turbine to produce 18 horsepower used in the
manufacture of lumber and agricultural implements including plows and hay and straw cutters.
S. W. Miller and Son used 10' of fall (off Knob Creek) through an overshot wheel producing 13
H.P. to run a machine shop. W. Jackson Asian(?) used 8 1/2' of fall off Limestone Creek,
through an unspecified type of wheel, to produce 7 H.P. for his blacksmith shop. William Wa•d
carded wool using a breastshot wheel producing 3 H.P.; the fall was 7' off Limestone Creek.
The Tennessee State Gazeteer and Business Directory of R. L. Polk and Company, 1887,
contained references to 31 flour mills, 2 corn mills, 3 grist mills and two millers in
Washington County. This density of mills is comparable to that indicated in the 1880 census.
The power sources for these mills was not uniformly reported in the Polk gazetteer, but the use
of water power at flour mills was indicated in 13 instances (see Table 8). The biography
section of Go3dspeed's takrysliennemee ( 1887) mentions several mill operators; most of
these individuals operated the mills as an adjunct to farming. The Goodspeed history notes that
the erection of a steam flouring mill at Johnson City was anticipated, and that "An extensive
flouring-mill is conducted by T.B. and Jacob Klepper" at Limestone (Goodspeed
1887:902-903).
The 1890 U. S. Census enumerated 918 flour and grist mills in Tennessee (U. S. Census
1897). In the 1900 census, this figure jumped to 1,618, principally due to a proliferation of
small firms manufacturing flour and meal products. In 1900, flouring and grist mill products
were still the largest industry in Tennessee. The number of waterwheels used in the milling
industries of Tennessee was 1,301 producing 19,255 horsepower, as compared to 515 steam
engines generating 18,258 horsepower. There were 2,761 pairs of rollers grinding cereals in
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Table 6. Grist and Flour mills enumerated in Washington County in the 1880 U. S. Census.
Mill
Seat

Enumeration
District

Name of Firm or
Individual

Months in Operation
Full Time 3/4 Time 1/2 Time Idle

Runs of
Stones

12

2

6
5
6

2
3
2
2

1

28

Painter Brothers

2
3
4
5

29
29
29
29

Witt and Ruble
Isaac Broyles
Smith and Mitchell
J. B. Klepper

12
6
7
6

6
7
8

30
30
30

Hiram Way
J. J. Brown
Isaac Garber

10
10
10

2
2
2

2
2
2

9

31

Smith and Brother

10

2

2

10

32

J. B. and R. Hartsell

6

11
12
13

33
33
33

King and Hodge
a M. St.John
J. L. Burts

12
12
12

2
2
2

14
15
16
17
18
19

34
34
34
34
34
34

William C. Hale
Jacob M. Range
J. B. Bowman
Elbert S. Cox
William B. Bowman
Thanes J. Galloway

12
12
12
12
12
12

2
2
2
2
3
4

20
21
22
23
24
25

35
35
35
35
35
35

S. Miller
Alexander Brabson
William Walker
Andrew J. Campbell
Benjamin Bowman
Johan Cooper

12
6
6
6
12

3
2
2
2
3
2

26
27
28

36
36
36

W. O. Mohler .
Conrad Bastxr
James M. Hunt

29
30
31

37
37
37

32
33
34

38
38
38

2

6

4

2
6
6

6

4

6

3
6
6

3
6
6

1
2
2

J. W. Dove
J. R. Spurgeon
H. A. Crawford

6
3
2

3
3
1

3
6
6

2
2
2

Vanzant Morgan
J. P. Duncan
Andros Gibson

12
12
12

22

2

3

2
2
2

Table 6. (extended)
Custom or
Market

River or Stream
Utilized

Fall
in Ft.

Number of
Wheels

Kind of
Wheel

Breadth of R.P.M.
Wheel in Ft.

H.P.

All Custom

Horse Creek

18

1

Overshot

4

12

30

2/3 Custom
1/2 Custom
1/4 Custom
1/10 Custom

Clark's Branch
Little Limestone
Little Limestone
Big Limestone

25
12
14
5

1
2
1
1

Overshot
Overshot
Overshot
Turbine

4
5
7
5

5
10
6
33

12
16
8
12

1/2 Custom
2/3 Custom
1/2 Custom

Little Limestone
Cherokee Creek
Cherokee Creek

25
18
18

1
1
1

Overshot
Overshot
Overshot

5'8"
7
6

7
20
25

20
25
20

2/3 Custom

Not Applicable: Steam Powered 1 engine 1 boiler

All Custom

Cherokee Creek

20

2/5 Custom
1/8 Custom
2/5 Custom

Brush Creek
Brush Creek
Brush Creek

12
18
14

All Custom
All Custom
All Custom
All Custom
1/4 Custom
1/3 Custom

Knob Creek
Spring Creek
Knob Creek
Boon's Creek
Boon's Creek
Boon's Creek

17
25
16
14
15.5
16

1/6 Custom
4/5 Custom
4/5 Custom
1/2 Custom
2/3 Custom
All Custom

Jockey Creek
Mill Creek
Blakely Creek
Limestone Creek
Blakely Creek
Blakely Creek

22
16
18
21
18
16

1/2 Custom
3/4 Custom
3/4 Custom

•Limestone Creek
Limestone Creek
Limestone Creek

1/2 Custom
1/3 Custom
All Custom
All Custom
All Custom
All Custom

Horsepower: 20

Overshot

3'6"

6

16

Breast
Overshot
Overshot

4
5'6"
4

5
12
6

10
20
12

1
1
1
2
2
2

Overshot
Overshot
Overshot
Overshot
Overshot
Overshot

3
3
3
5
3'6"
3'6"

7
5
7
6
8
8

20
15
10
20
20
30

2
1
1
1
2
1

Overshot
Overshot
Overshot
Overshot
Overshot
Overshot

4
4
4
4
4
3'6"

7
7
6
6
6
6

14
10
9
10
24
8

20
32
20

Overshot
Overshot
Overshot

3
5

6
5
6

12
10
16

Ceder Creek
Cedar Creek
Sinking Creek

13.5
18
14

Overshot
Overshot
Overshot

3
3'6"
4

10
9
9

8
10
8

Fall Branch
Kendrick's Creek
Limestone Creek

24
23
22

Overshot
Overshot
Overshot

2'6"
4
3

8
10
7.5

18
15
12

1

1

23

Table 7. Saw mills in Washington County, from the 1880 census of manufactures.
Enum.
District

Mill
Owner

River or
Stream

Fall in
Feet

Number of
Wheels

Kind of
Wheels

Breadth of
Wheel in Ft.

38

Vanzant Morgan

not noted

18

1

Overshot

3.5

37

W. C. Hale

Cedar Creek

25

1

Overshot

36
36
36

George W. Hepner
R.M.K. Deakins
Henry Wilhide

35

R.P.M. H.P.

10

10

4

9

15

Limestone Creek
18
1
Overshot
17
1
Sinking Creek
Overshot
Not Applicable: Steam Powered 1 engine
1 boiler

5
4

5
10
8
16
Horsepower:16

Smith and Jones

Limestone Creek

18

1

Overshot

4

8

6

34

Hale and Austin

Knob Creek

23

1

Turbine

2.5

100

20

32
32

Thomas Scott
Jones and Hill

Cherokee Creek
Cherokee Creek

12
16

1
1

Overshot
Overshot

4
4

15
16

8
12

31

Thomas H. Reeves

Little Limestone

17

1

Overshot

4

10

25

30
30
30

Henry Hop
Telford Ag.& Mfg.
J. J. Brown

Cherokee Creek
Little Limestone
Cherokee Creek

12
11
12

1
1
1

"Water R" ( b)
Turbine
Turbine

25
125
130

14
18
20

28

Wm. B. Glaze

Chucky Creek

4

1

28

10

(a) Type of turbine?
( b) Breastshot wheel?

9
2.25
3

"Witt Wheel" (a) 5

Table 8. Washington County grist and flour mills listed in R. L. Polk and Company's Tennessee State 0azeteer and
Business Directory, 1887.
Mill Owner

Mill Type

H. C. Hale

Flour and saw mill

Austin's Springs

11 mi. NE Jonesboro

Conrad Bashor

Flour mill

Bashor's Mill

8 mi. NW Jonesboro

L. D. Mitchell ( heirs)

Flour mill

Brownsborough

11 mi. SE Jonesboro

John Black

Flour mill

Broylesville

10 mi. SW Jonesboro

S. A. Early

Flour mill

0. W. Telford

Flour mill

William B. Bowman

Flour mill

Carrville

J. A. Hamilton

Flour mill

II

W. R. Libby

Flour mill

H. H. Ruble

Flour mill

Witt and Dewald

Flour mill

A. J. Campbell

Flour mill

Power

water

Post Office

Location

11

8 mi. NE Jonesboro
Il

II

Conk ling

9 mi. SW Jonesboro

II

Crookshanks

5 m i. NW Jonesboro

II

Nelson Mohler

Flour mill

J. C. Smith

Flour mill and lumber mfg

II

S.

Smith

Flour mill

II

(?) Snyder

Flour mill

H. A. Crawford

Flour mill and gen. store

water

John Sprales and Son

Flour mill

water

Y. Morgan

Flour and saw mill

water

H.

II

Douglass Shed
II

Fall Branch

10 mi. N Jonesboro
II

15 mi. NW Jonesboro

Table 8. continued
Mill Owner

Mill Type

Isaac Garber

Flour and grist mill

Power

Post Office

Location

Febuary

5 mi. SE Jonesboro

Limestone
„

11 mi. SW Jonesboro
..

..

..

lumber mfg, general store
Isaac Broyles

Miller

F. R. Martin

Miller

J. R. Miller

Flour mill

Martin and Walker

Corn and saw mill

0. F. Squibb

Flour mill

water

J. J. Brown

Flour mill and farming

John B. Clark

Locust Mount

7 mi. NW Jonesboro

water

Mayday

7 mi. xx Jonesboro

Flour mill

water

John P. Duncan

Flour mill and Justice

water

Meadow Brook
..

12 mi. N Jonesboro
..

Dr. A. W. Brabson

Flour mill

water

B. F. Carson

Flour mill

water

Mill Brook
..

10 mi. W Jonesboro
..

Aaron Reese

Flour mill

water

J. C. Osborn

Flour mill

water

John Taylor

Flour mill

water

H. A. Cranford

Grist mill and gen. store

W. C. Hale

Grist mill and gen. carp.

C. Siproles

Orist mill

T. J. Murphy

Flour mill

Nola Chucky

I. M. Moore

Corn and saw mill

Washington College 8 mi. SW Jonesboro

.1

11

Morning Star
..

7 mi. NE Jonesboro
..

Nellie

8 mi. N Jonesboro

.,

.,
13 mi. SW Jonesboro

the state, and 1,956 runs of stones. The maximum 24-hour capacity of these rollers and stones
was 33,451 bushels (U. S. Census 1902).
The Young and Company Business and Professional Directory for Tennessee (1907) lists
few grist or flour mills in Washington County. The directory lists the Jonesboro Flouring Mill
Company, operated by C. C. Cox (at Jonesboro), and at Telford, flour mills operated by I. A.
Campbell and Company, Maloney and Brown, and 0. W. Swingle. At Johnson City, the Johnson
City Foundry and Machine Works manufactured water wheels and mill machinery.
Few 20th century sources for data on grist and flour milling in Washington County were
reviewed for this report. King's survey, Water Resources of Tennessee (1925), contains
references to the Taylor Mill on Little Limestone Creek near Limestone, and the mill of A. J.
TAylor on Limestone Creek at Jonesboro. In the course of examining 1935 and 1936 edition
U.S.O.S. 7.5 minute quadrangle maps for the core areas of Washington County, hydraulic features
such as dams, flumes, and designated mills were noted in 14 instances. In the Leesburg quad (in
which appears the Arnold mill tract) five mill seats were noted, and in the Telford quad to the
south, four mill seat& Some of the mill seats designated by name were Adams, Graham, Boone
Creek, and Kincheloe. Later editions of the quad maps identify other mill seats such as Taylor's
Mill near Bowmantown, and Keys Mill near Sulfur Springs. A more thorough search of quad
maps might detail the general time period at which specific mill seats were abandoned.

27

Discussion

The rustic country grist mill is an icon intrenched in the mind of most Americans. This
image is often highly romanticized and the surviving water-powered mills are viewed as quaint,
photogenic anachronisms. Large-format "coffee table" books (e.g. Fox, Brooks and Tyrwhitt
1976; Reynolds 1970, and Zimilies and Zimilies 1973) have documented a colorful variety of
water-powered mills and provided some commentary on the role of mills in the landscape of
early America. Artists and photographers have immortalized water-powered mills on countless
canvases, postcards and calendars; the Bashor Mill in Washington County is one such mill
captured on the canvas of a regional artist. The Tilson grist mill from neighboring Unicoi
County is a good example of a small overshot-powered mill of the type perhaps more common on
the landscape than the larger enterprises reflected in manufacturing censuses. The Tilson
waterwheel has found a place in the Tennessee State Museum in Nashville (see Alderman 1981),
commemorating the role of grist mills in the settlement of Tennessee. However, the popular
view of mills sometimes betrays their reel economic and social importance in the last century.
Scholarly attention to water-powered mills has focussed on their fundamental role in
early American industry and manufacturing (Howell 1975), the employment of hydraulic
technology versus steam technology in the 19th century (Hunter 1979), and the evolution of
industrial geography in the United States (Kuhlman 1929). Of particular prominence in recent
literature is Louis C. Hunter's Waterpower in the Century of the Steam Engine (1979); this
work examines in detail the role of waterpower from its early traditional uses in grist and saw
milling, to the emergence of the textile mill towns of the mid-19th century, and finally to
modern hydro-electric applications.
The interest In early water-powered industries and manufactures is In part due to a
recent increase in energy consciousness; water power is an abundant, non-polluting energy
source. In an energy conscious age, the re-use of abandoned mill seats for small hydro-electric
installations is on the increase. Complimenting the practical knowledge of living millwrights
are various text books on milling written in the last century (e.g. Hughes 1851; Craik 1882;
Evans 1832; Orimshaw 1882) and modern works aimed at small-scale hydraulic power
applications (Ovens 1975; Hamm 1967; McGuigan 1978; Breslin 1979; Vita, Inc. 1979).
The archaeological record is a source of data documenting past applications of relatively
simple technologies to hydro-power sites. Published accounts of archaeological examinations of
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mills and related topics are rare.

Several large-scale reservoir salvage projects have

generated reports on milling in the Columbia Reservoir on the Duck River in Middle Tennessee
(Jolley and Newman 1982; Newman 1980), the Wallace Reservoir on the Oconee River in
Georgia ( Council 1978; Bartovics and Council 1978a ,1978b ; Bartovics 1978; Council 1979)
and the Russell Reservoir on the Savannah River between Georgia and South Carolina (Newman
1984). Several smaller studies of individual mills in Tennessee include Council (1983) and
Lautzenheiser and Brown (n.d.). These archaeological studies have documented a surprising
variety of water-power devices used during the 19th century and have served to permanently
record certain types of technical data not generally recorded in period text books.
Grist, flour and saw mills performed essential services and were widely dispersed and
numerous in the 18th and 19th centuries. As noted in the previous section of this report, grist
and flour milling at the middle of the 19th century was the largest single industry in America.
This industry was also one of the first to undergo radical transformations in its character and
distribution under the influence of changes in agricultural geography and new technology.
In the last decades of the 19th century there was a dramatic change in the geography of
cereal production in the UnitedStates. As the western plains were settled, vast acreages of hard
spring wheat were brought into production. Occurring at the same time, technological changes
in milling processes, including middlings purifiers and roller processing, enabled the efficent
exploitation of the mid-western grain belt cereal production. Major improvements in rail
transportation networks during the last half of the 19th century facilitated concentration and
consolidation of milling enterprises (Clark 1949:504). Large merchant mills, often steam
powered to enable the enterprise to be located at a convenient railhead, replaced the numerous
but scattered custom mills. The small country mill no longer was an essential part of the
economic landscape; its range of products was available in large quantity on the retail market.
With improved road systems and the emergence of the automobile in the 20th century, access to
flour and meal products at retail stores cemented the changes in mill production, distribution
and character. The efficiency of mass production, advanced technology and bulk transport
supplanted the small-scale, dispersed grist and flour milling industry of the 19th century.
Research into grist and flour milling in Washington County revealed numerous mill seats
over the county through time. Our data suggest that the number of grist and flour mills began
decling in the 1870s, from 54 in 1870 to 34 in 1880. This decline corresponds to the national
trends noted above. Small mills operated by farmers as an adjunct to their farming operations
may have escaped systematic enumeration in the United States censuses and continued operation
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long after their larger, commercial counterparts had declined in importance; the
Arnold/Armentrout mill might have been such a case. Precisely because of their small scale,
however, these mills may remain incompletely reflected in the historical record.
Statistics indicate that in the late 19th century, the grist and flour milling industry in
Washington County was predominantly water-powered, much more so than the state or country
as a whole. This reliance on water-power is not surprising in view of the area's ample rainfall
and the relatively high relief in the terrain of Washington County.

The most common

waterwheel employed was the overshot wheel, with the head used on this wheel typically
exceeding 14 feet. The use of traditional overshot wheels into the 20th century was not
anachronistic; hydraulic tests have shown the wheel to be a highly efficient source of water
power (see Weidner 1913). Most of the grinding performed by Washington County mills was
custom, that is, performed as a service to local farmers rather than as a market or merchant
operation for flour and meal retail sale. As well as corn meal and flour for human consumption,
the mills produced livestock feed.
Many of the water-powered mills of Washington County have survived, although the state
of preservation of these mills is mixed. This researcher viewed a half dozen standing mills in
the county, and in a few instances collected data from the owners on the history of each mill.
The mills viewed included: the Cedar Creek Mill owned by Mr. Bill Thompson; the Flourville
Mill on Boon's Creek, owned by R. Martin; the Keys Mill on the north fork of Muddy Creek, now
being restored by the owners, Larry and Debbie Bennett; Bill Copp's Eureka Roller Mills on
Little Limestone Creek at Telford; and the Taylor Mill near Bowmantown, owned by Mrs. Charles
E. Arnold. Also surviving, but not viewed by this researcher, is the Bashor Mill on Knobs
Creek; the mill is presently owned by the Tarr family. Keerfott's Highland Mills (1970)
photographically documented mills in neighboring Sullivan County, and also noted St. John's Mill
near Watauga in Washington County; this mill still survives as part of a large family farming
operation.
Some examples of these surviving mills are shown in Figures 8 through 11. Marty of the
water-powered mills in the county apparently operated into the 1940s, but after that decade
most of the hydraulic systems fell into disrepair. At least in one instance, there is an on-going
effort to re-utilize water power at a former grist mill site.
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Conclusions

The mill dam remains in Big Limestone Creek on the Kyker property are associated with
what was probably a grist mill built by Solomon O. Arnold in the 1870s. The second owner of
the mill seat, Sylvester Armentrout, operated a saw mill on the site in the 1880s. Later uses of
the mill seat are unclear, but documents indicate there were at least two mills on the property
in the early 20th century. The hydraulic system of the mill seat was in disrepair by the late
1930s, and the surviving grist mill was demolished about 1950. At its demise, the grist mill
was powered by an undershot waterwheel. There are no indications that the mill or mills at this
mill seat possessed any social, historical or commercial prominence in the county, but seem
rather to have been integrated with local farming operations.
Few details about the operation of the grist and/or saw mill were found in the course of
this brief study. The use of an undershot wheel on the grist mill was dictated by the local
topography; the fall of Big Limestone Creek at the mill seat locality was such that a low-head
power installation was necessary. The use of the undershot wheel at the Arnold/Armentrout
mill seat was in contrast to the pattern of the county as a whole, the use of overshot wheels being
nearly universal.
By 1950 or thereabouts the hydraulic system of the mill seat was no longer in salvageable
condition and the grist mill had been demolished. With so few elements of the mill dam intact
and given that the mill house site is not in the proposed construction impact area, the
construction of a new bridge at the dam site will have no significant negative effect on the
archaeological record of the Arnold mill seat.
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Figure 1. Detail from the U.S.O.S. 7.5 minute Leesburg quadrangle map, showing the Arnold mill
race (designated "flume") off Big Limestone Creek in the western portion of Washington County.
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Figure 2. Planview of the Kyker (Arnold) Mill Dam in Big Limestone Creek.
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Figure 3. The Kyker (Arnold) mill dam , prior to cleaning; facing southeast.
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Figure 4. The mill dam after cleaning; visible are the sheet piling and mud-sill timbers.
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Figure 5. The headrace timber in the south bank; scale in 50 cm zones.
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Figure 6. View upstream from the dam, showing the low creek banks.
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A HOLLOW FRAME DAM.

Figure 7. A hollow frame dam, from James Leffel's Construction of Mill Dams ( 1881). This
partictilar wood cut illustrates a wooden frame dam designed for rocky stream beds, but which
could be adapted to sand and gravel bottoms.
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Figure 8. The Eureka Roller Mills, owned by Bill Copp, and situated on Little Limestone Creek at
Telford, is a water-powered flour mill in a relatively good state of preservation. According to
the owner, the milling machinery is still intact and was run by water power until just after
World War II.

Figure 9. •The metal overshot water wheel powering Comp's Eureka Roller Mills. This all-iron
wheel is typical of late 19th and early 20th century overshot installations.
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Figure 10. The Taylor Mill is situated on the Clear Fork tributary of Big Limestone Creek north
of Bowmantown. The water wheel is no longer extant.

Figure 11. The re-mounted iron overshot wheel at the former Keys Mill measures 30' in
diameter and is one of the largest surviving wheels in the county.
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